
SOUTHWEST AREA PLAN VISION 
 

The rural character of the South Valley emerged as one of the prevalent themes throughout the development of the revised Southwest 
Area Plan. Residents also realized that the South Valley is changing as new people move into the area; they want growth planned to 
maintain a less intense life-style and, at the same time, allow economic opportunities for landowners and residents. The Southwest Area 
Plan is a plan for the people of the area. It is intended to address those goals and issues which residents and landowners articulated, while 
providing a positive influence on the metropolitan area as a whole. This will be achieved through planned, phased growth and wise 
investment in appropriate public infrastructure, and recognition and emphasis on the area’s historic, physical, cultural resources.  

A shallow water table in the South Valley and highly erodible, porous soils on the mesa slopes have played a major role in the development 
of land use, transportation and drainage policies. Groundwater presently contains contamination from various sources, which raises public 
health and safety concerns. The erodible, porous soils on the mesa slopes west of Coors Boulevard require special treatment before, 
during and after development to keep them in place and prevent large amounts of soil deposition from occurring in the area just west of 
Coors Boulevard. The plan also mandates limited, controlled development of the mesa escarpment and slopes west of Coors Boulevard to 
help stabilize the fragile soils. Soil erosion structures built in harmony with the environment also are important to soil stabilization and 
protection of the lower lying areas.  

Residential densities in the plan include a maximum of one dwelling unit per net acre in the valley generally south of a line drawn westward 
along existing lot lines from the Rio Grande parallel to the beginning of the Los Padillas Drain to Coors Boulevard, east of the Gun Club 

Lateral, west of Second Street, and north of the Isleta Pueblo; and south of Pajarito Road and west of 118
th

 Street south of Rio Bravo 
Boulevard on the mesa slopes. limited, lower density is also proposed for the upper mesa slopes north of Pajarito Road to protect the 
fragile environment.  
 
Densities up to three dwelling units per net acre are proposed for the mesa slopes east of the area just described, north of Rio Bravo 
Boulevard and south of Central Avenue. Similar densities are proposed south of Bridge Boulevard, east of the Arenal Main Canal and 
Coors Boulevard, north of a line drawn westward along existing lot lines from the Los Padillas Drain to Coors Boulevard; and west of the 
Rio Grande.  



Densities up to six dwelling units per net acre are proposed for the area bounded by Rio Bravo on the north, 118th Street on the west, 
Pajarito Road on the south, and the Gun Club Lateral on the east. Densities up to nine dwelling units per acre are proposed for the area 
south of Central Avenue, east of 118th Street, north of Rio Bravo Boulevard and west of the Arenal Main Canal. The South Valley north of 
Bridge Boulevard is also included in this area.  

Planned communities, as defined in the Planned Communities Criteria, which would contain a mix of land uses and provide their own 
infrastructure, are proposed within the time frame of the plan for the Southwest Mesa. The costs of extending municipal services and 
infrastructure and the desire to maintain orderly, planned growth out from the existing urban service area provide the basis for proposing 
these semi-self sufficient communities.  

Appropriately scaled and planned regional commercial and office uses are generally encouraged for the future near Rio Bravo and Paseo 
del Volcan. Neighborhood commercial and office uses are appropriate in the historic village centers. Additional strip commercial and spot 
zones are discouraged.  

A major light industrial corridor with office and commercial uses is planned generally east of Second Street, south of Woodward Road, 
and west of Interstate 25. A sector development plan for the area is an important element for the realization of appropriately scaled 
mixed-use development in this area. Such development should not threaten the rural character of the portion of the Plan area generally 
west of Second Street. Water quality, roadway access, appropriate zoning, open space trails and protection for existing residential uses 
are specific issues to be addressed in the sector plan.  

 
This corridor, as well as an additional area on the Southwest Mesa near I-40 and Paseo del Volcan, are intended to provide major 
employment for Plan area residents and to help minimize the need for future river crossings that may result from a concentration of 
primary employment in only one portion of the plan area. Both of these areas feature close access to major transportation facilities.  
Open space is a key element in the Southwest Area Plan. The Plan area as it exists today is attractive to residents of the metropolitan 
area because of the many acres of open mesa areas, and cultivated farmland. As compatible development takes place a process for 
implementing and maintaining, designated public open space will become more important. The plan proposes an extensive network of 
recreational trails linking the mesa top to the river bosque; the village centers to each other; the eastern industrial corridor to the 
bosque; and the more urban portion of the plan area to the southern, more rural portion. The plan also proposes to maintain the panoramic 



views from the eastern edge of the mesa with a permanent public easement for trails and scenic overlook parks. (See map on preceding 
page)  

Village centers are planned to recognize and enhance the rich historic and cultural heritage of the South Valley. The five historic village 
centers in the plan are located where past and/or present residents settled and socially gathered. The plan proposes that a village center 
plan for each center be developed by neighborhood planning task forces assisted by County planning staff. The centers would include 
neighborhood scale commercial and office uses, public services, residential uses, a village park or plaza, pedestrian-scale uses, and 
restored historic buildings. Visual, written and oral histories of the areas would be an integral part of each center.  

The Southwest Area Plan is consistent with the goals of the Middle Rio Grande Council of Government’s (MRGCOG) recently adopted Focus 
2050 Regional Plan. The Focus 2050 Plan attempts to balance housing and job growth, preserve open space and agriculture, stem sprawl 
and improve transportation. The MRGCOG balanced communities plan attempts to reduce commuting, traffic congestion and air pollution 
by stemming sprawl and creating a more compact plan area that puts jobs and housing closer together. This approach is distinct from the 
trend scenario evaluated in the MRGCOG study, which depicts a drastic decline in the amount of agricultural land in the valley and a 
significant increase in residential housing on the Southwest Mesa.  

The policies of the Southwest Area Plan are designed to promote a vision that implements and makes explicit the goals and policies of the 
Albuquerque/Bernalillo County Comprehensive Plan within the area of its jurisdiction. It is also consistent with the Middle Rio Grande 
Council of Governments Balanced Communities Plan.  







Policy Preamble 
 

The Southwest Area Plan (SWAP) makes general recommendations for land use, development, and community service activities in the 
Southwest Plan Area. As a greater level of detail is needed in the planning of a specific area of the South Valley, a rank three plan (or 
sector plan) is the appropriate tool.  

The City Council or County Commission adopt Area Plans, such as SWAP, by Resolution. Resolutions and other actions that can be taken 
by the City Council or County Commission are defined below.  

Ordinance – This is the most powerful action a City Council or County Commission can take. It is law enacted through formal procedures. 
An ordinance usually requires publication in the newspaper and a certain period of time (normally 30 days) before it becomes effective. 
An ordinance supersedes any motion or resolution in conflict with it no matter when the motion or resolution was made. In the case of 
zoning ordinance, it must almost always be preceded by at least one advertised public hearing. Zoning has precedence over all planning 
documents.  

Resolution - Certain actions that a City Council or County Commission may take are called “resolutions.” Such actions are recorded on a 
separate piece of paper clearly identified as a “ resolution” with a certain number assigned to it. Resolutions are more formal than motions 
and equally binding. In the case of a conflict between a motion and a resolution, the most recent action prevails, regardless of the form of 
its adoption.  

Motion – City Councils and County Commissions can accomplish certain things by a simple motion approved by a majority vote of the body. 
Actions by motion are recorded by council or commission minutes. Motions are the weakest action a council can take. Approving an 
appointment to a city committee is an example of an action taken by motion approved by a majority vote of the body.  

Implementation of SWAP Studies, Surveys and Guidelines 

Many policies in this plan call for feasibility studies, surveys, assessments, design guidelines, and performance criteria. The Extra-
territorial Land Use Commission shall not inherit or act on policy language regarding these aforementioned studies until such time that the 



appropriate criteria and committees have been established and these studies are completed and formally adopted by the appropriate 
body.  

Studies, surveys, assessments, design guidelines, and performance criteria mentioned in SWAP’s policy section shall be prioritized and 
initiated within two years of the plan’s adoption. A checklist will be created in order to track progress on initiating these actions and the 
County Planning Manager will delegate and direct the work through the appropriate agency. These respective County agencies are 
responsible for developing criteria and an evaluation process for measuring impacts. As these actions are completed, a two-year review 
process will be established.  
 
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT AND RURAL COMMUNITY 

Water Quality  

The primary environmental concern in planning for development is protection of the shared aquifer. Ground water is the primary source of 
domestic water for all households in the South Valley and Southwest and Southeast Mesa whether they get water from their own wells, 
from shared wells or from municipal systems. The aquifer in the inner valley area is very susceptible to contamination because the water 
table is shallow. Depth to the seasonal high water table ranges from ten to thirty five feet over much of the inner valley. Depth to the 
aquifer on the mesa top varies from more than 300 feet near the eastern escarpment edge (ceja) to more than 1000 feet on the western 
edge of the Southwest mesa.  

There are serious and widespread contamination problems within the valley floor, particularly in those areas with a very shallow depth to 
ground water. In the flood plain area, the upper portions of the aquifer have taste and odor problems that involve elevated levels of iron, 
manganese, salinity and hardness. Localized problems with potentially adverse health implications include contamination from petroleum 
products, organic solvents and pesticides, as well as contamination by nitrates, from both improperly maintained septic systems and sewer 
pipes . Attempts to address these issues have resulted in a revised Liquid Waste Ordinance, residential densities adjustments, and 
rigorous review of all platting action in these areas.  

Elevated iron and manganese levels were detected in shallow ground water in an area encompassing one-third of the South Valley, primarily 
the inner valley west of the Rio Grande. Individual liquid waste disposal systems and localized decomposition of naturally occurring organic 
matter were identified as primary causes of anaerobic (oxygen-deficient) conditions which result in elevated iron and manganese 



concentrations in ground water. Iron and manganese do not pose a threat to health at the levels measured, but they are associated with 
unpleasant taste and smell in water and can cause staining of plumbing fixtures and laundry.  

At least twenty incidents of ground water contamination with petroleum products have resulted from spills and leaking underground 
storage tanks in the South Valley.  

These contamination problems are generally local in nature and occur primarily along Isleta Boulevard and Bridge Boulevard. Contamination 
of soil and ground water by petroleum products poses the added danger of explosion from accumulated gases affecting nearby dwellings, 
manholes, sewers and other underground structures. To prevent further ground water contamination, it is important to review all proposed 
subdivisions and to have a program of water quality monitoring in existing developed areas. This can assure that further contamination will 
not occur as a result of future development, and that each person has access to safe drinking water.  

The Environmental Improvement Division recommended that a more restrictive lot size standard for on-site wells and individual liquid 
waste disposal systems be implemented due to the potential for further degradation of the ground water under present conditions. The 
County Environmental Health Department lot size standard of one dwelling unit per ¾ acre for individual wells and liquid waste disposal 
systems was changed in the 1988 SWAP for the A-1 land in the Southwest Area including a maximum density of one dwelling unit per one 
acre in the areas generally bounded by (1) Prosperity Road on the north, the river on the west, and Interstate 25 on the south and east, 
and (2) Bridge Boulevard on the north, the Isleta Pueblo boundary on the south, Coors Boulevard on the east  
and the 5050’ elevation line on the west.  

Soils  

Soil type must be considered when planning for development in the Plan area. The area west of Coors Boulevard is very porous. They 
also are highly erodible especially on the edges of the Southwest Mesa, its escarpment and upper slopes. The combination of highly 
erodible soils and steep topography create a very real potential for many tons of soil to erode through the action of wind and water 
and travel down the escarpment. These soils are then deposited on the lower mesa slopes, in the arroyos, and the Albuquerque 
Metropolitan Arroyo Flood Control Authority facilities west of Coors Boulevard. The same potential for high rates of erosion also 
exist in the Plan area west of the Southwest Mesa and west of the Southeast Mesa between I-25 and Second Street.  
A study conducted by the U.S. Soil Conservation Service (Natural Resources Conservation Service) identified five zones by soil type 
within the area from the western edge of the Southwest Mesa to just west of Coors Boulevard (see soils Map 1).  



Zone 1 (Southwest Mesa top), the predominant soils belong to the Madurez-Wink Association. These soils have high wind erosion 
potential. However, of the five zones, this soil type is the most suited for development at varying densities if appropriate erosion control 
strategies are used.  

Zone 2, (including the mesa edge/ceja) is located between the eastern ceja and 500 feet west of that edge. Latene Sandy Loam Soils are 
found on the ceja and consist of a thin (approximately eleven inch deep) topsoil covering a pink gravelly loam high in lime content and are 
extremely susceptible to wind erosion. Preserving a portion of this area above the ceja as open space would be less destructive to Zones 3, 
4 and 5 which lie below on the mesa escarpment and slopes than if the top of the mesa adjacent to the ceja were developed.  

Because of the very porous soils, individual liquid waste disposal systems, unlined sewage lagoons, and storm water runoff holding ponds 
should not be constructed within 200 feet of the ceja. Care must also be taken to direct water runoff away from the ceja to prevent 
serious damage to the edge and more deposition of soils on the escarpment and slopes of the mesa.  

Zone 3, located on the steepest portion of the Southwest Mesa escarpment is a sand escarpment with  predominately Bluepoint-Kokan 
Soils. These soils generally have poor suitability for growing vegetation, high soil erosion potential, and are not suited for individual liquid 
waste disposal systems due to their poor capacity for holding water. Due to the soil type, (1) limited development will be allowed to occur 
on the ridges and slopes away from runoff areas; (2) extreme care should be taken to hold soil in place during development and restrict 
soil disturbance within building envelope in an effort to avoid severe blowing and soil erosion; (3) naturalistic erosion and water control 
measures should be taken in the area from the top of the small watershed downward to reduce the rate and volume of runoff and help 
hold the soils in place; (4) lot sizes should be no smaller than one net acre per dwelling unit unless centralized community or municipal 
sewage systems are used.  

Zone 4, located on the upper east slope, contains five to fifteen percent slopes and extensive Bluepoint-Kokan Soils. This area is suitable 
for a wider range of residential densities than previous zones. However, erosion and water control measures should be developed 
throughout the area as a prerequisite to the approval of development in order to retard runoff and limit the amount of soil erosion which 
impacts Zone 5.  
 
The Bluepoint-Kokan Soils support little vegetation and holds little water. Native or naturalized landscaping should be used or retained 
during development. Due to the soil type, (1) provisions for controlling runoff should be made from the top downward through a regularly 



scheduled program of drainage management and enhancement due to the relatively steep slopes and broken topography; (2) roads and 
development should respect the natural contour of the terrain; (3) roads should use all weather crossings of arroyos to minimize 
concentration and acceleration of runoff with resulting erosion downstream from the crossing; (4) larger lot sizes should be required 
when individual liquid waste disposal systems are used, otherwise, centralized community systems, or municipal sewer systems should be 
used to prevent surface seepage; (5) native or naturalized landscaping should be planted as a soil retention requirement to reduce the use 
of water and fertilizer.  

Zone 5, located on the far east slope, extends almost to Coors Boulevard and contains large areas of Bluepoint-Kokan Soils. This is the 
deposition area for the sediment, which erodes from the up slope zones. To fully realize Zone 5 development potential of mixed densities, 
the recommendations for erosion and water control measures in Zones 3 and 4 should be implemented.  

The use of contoured north/south cross slope roads and ridge located east/west access roads with gabion step channel or other water 
infiltrating arroyo treatments will help protect development in this zone from sediment deposition and flooding.  
 





 

Open Space  

The Albuquerque/Bernalillo County Comprehensive Plan designates which land is suitable for Major Public Open Space and public 
easements.  

Bernalillo County has acquired the Durand property (10.5 acres) and the Beck property (15 acres) as agricultural open space. The 
County has also acquired the Hubbell House which is a 150 year-old adobe hacienda situated on 10 acres of cultivated farmland. The 
management of the newly acquired County open space has not been determined. A Joint Powers Agreement or similar agreement with 
the City Open Space Division is the most logical way to program and plan for the use of and access to these properties.  

The Hubbell Oxbow  

The City of Albuquerque recently purchased the Hubbell Oxbow. Currently, there are no specific plans for the property other than to 
keep it in agricultural use. The Albuquerque Metropolitan Arroyo Flood Control Authority maintains a portion of the southern end of the 
Hubbell Oxbow as part of a detention dam. The Hubbell Oxbow facility is designed to control floodwaters at runoff rates equal to the 
100-year storm. City Open Space acquired the northern 2/3 of the Oxbow and has been farmed for many years. Residents of the South 
Valley have a strong desire to see it remain in agricultural use, as parkland or open space.  



The Hubbell Property 
 

Playas are low-lying areas that are intermittently flooded and act as a natural drainage outlet. To avoid the cost of constructing outfall 
structures and providing maintenance for the playas, development densities on the large nearly flat area on top of the Southwest Mesa, 
should be limited around the playas. The playas serve as important water recharge areas and should be retained in an undeveloped state. A 
drainage management plan for the entire Southwest Mesa should be completed so that flooding does not occur below the escarpment and 
to avoid costly flood control measures. The City of Albuquerque Open Space Division is currently working with Mesa del Sol to designate 
on-site “open space” through the Playa Lakes. They are proposed to be a part of open space only as a trail link or other similar purposes. At 
this point, the Playa Lakes are not being considered for purchase as Major Public Open Space.  

Rio Puerco  

The Rio Puerco escarpment lies on the far western extent of the West Mesa on the eastern edge of the Rio Puerco Valley, south of I-40 
to the Isleta Pueblo boundary. This area has gained the attention of archaeologists as an area rich with the evidence of past cultures, 
containing landforms, habitat, viewshed and fossil deposits. This property is designated in the Comprehensive Plan and is partially listed on 
the Open Space Advisory Board Acquisition Priority List.  

 

The Eastern Ceja Parks  

 





Parks 
Additional parks are needed within the boundaries of the Southwest Area Plan (SWAP). Recently, a number of parks and community 
centers have been upgraded either by facility expansion or by adding new amenities.  

 

A unique opportunity exists within the plan area to establish a comprehensive network of jogging/walking, bicycle and equestrian trails 
adjacent to several of the arroyos, drains and ditches which traverse the entire area. A network of these multi-use open space trails has 
been identified for the plan area. The east/west trails will link the Southwest Mesa escarpment and the proposed industrial 
corridor/enterprise zone east of the Rio Grande with the bosque of the Rio Grande Valley State Park. Trail links also will exist between 
the historic village centers. The trails will play an important role in the permanent preservation of the quality of life that people in the 
South Valley can continue to enjoy.  

New Trails are present at the following locations:  

. • Riverside, between Bridge and Rio Bravo on the east side of the Rio Grande.  

. • Rio Bravo and the South Diversion Channel.  

. • The Atrisco Riverside Trail is programmed to be built on the west side of the river in 2000.  
 
Cejas and Escarpments  

The major portion of Zone 2, the edge of the eastern escarpment of the Southwest Mesa, consists of soil particularly vulnerable to wind 
and water erosion. The Soil Conservation Service (Now known as the Natural Resource Conservation Service) calculated present soil loss 
in this zone between five and ninety tons per acre per year. The allowable soil loss is four tons per acre per year. The area has a surface 
topsoil of approximately eleven inches thick covering a pink gravelly loam high in lime content. Once the topsoil is eroded away by water 
or foot and vehicular traffic, the very light, limy substratum is highly susceptible to winds.  

Based on the soil study conducted as part of the 1988 SWAP, a five hundred foot wide strip along the eastern edge of the Southwest 
Mesa shall be maintained as an area free of individual liquid waste disposal systems, unlined sewage lagoons and water runoff holding 
ponds, to be maintained in open space through density transfer to more appropriate areas. This will help protect eastern mesa 
escarpment and slopes from seepage and erosion.  
For centuries, agriculture has been a traditional way of life for people of the flood plain of the Rio Grande. The South Valley maintained 
itself as a nearly self-sufficient agricultural community until the early 1940’s. Many residents continue to appreciate the rural life style 



and are now concerned about the demise of large tracts of agricultural land in their area. Recently, the amount of agricultural acreage has 
declined due to the conversion of land from agriculture to residential, commercial and manufacturing uses. Less than 3% of land owners in 
the plan area own parcels of agricultural land that are larger than 40 acres. Most of these landowners are former commercial farmers or 
dairymen who found agricultural work economically unreliable and chose to quit working the land themselves. Many of those who lease land 
from these landowners to farm are also phasing out unless they have another reliable source of income. In general, these large landowners 
are selling their property so they can retire and provide some inheritance to their children, many of whom are not interested in farming.  

Historically, agriculture has also provided the economic base for South Valley residents, however, this is no longer true. Because 
agriculture has been a major element of the cultural heritage within the South Valley community, agricultural uses of the land should 
continue as long as the residents desire to maintain this tradition. Commercial agriculture has many challenges. There are collaborative 
efforts by many South Valley community groups to address these challenges so that viable, sustainable agriculture is carried on into the 
future. These proactive efforts include: creation of agricultural cooperatives, building existing farmers markets and expanding into new 
markets through value-added food products produced with the use of a commercial kitchen. By combining tradition with modern 
technologies and by promoting organic crops and herb production grown with drip irrigation methods, agriculture can continue in a way 
that is environmentally sound. These methods can contribute to future economic growth and meet the challenge of water conservation 
and local food production in the growing Albuquerque/ Bernalillo County area.  

Since the rural quality of the South Valley is at risk, the Southwest Area Plan supports continued agricultural activities in the area. The 
need to preserve farmland in the South Valley is based on the numerous benefits agriculture provides. For example, farming provides for 
aquifer recharge for the middle Rio Grande valley and the production of locally grown produce. Agriculture also preserves the open space 
and rural character of the region, as well as provides recreation and trails along the acequia system.  
 

The dilemma of how to maintain the separate identities of the rural South Valley and preserve agricultural land became a major issue 
during the revision of the Southwest Area Plan. One major consideration has been the feasibility of the various farming techniques and 
crops used traditionally in the Valley, given the economic difficulties of farming for large commercial as well as smaller scale farmers. Of 
equal concern has been the appropriateness of these crops, the strong tradition of agriculture, and the unique cultural expressions of that 
tradition. Maintaining the rural scale of the Valley has also been a concern because the majority of South Valley farmers work small 
parcels of land, less than five acres. Most of these individuals work full time in non-agricultural jobs and maintain their ties to the land 
and tradition by farming small parcels on a part time basis.  



Current Agricultural Land Use Policies  

Bernalillo County Greenbelt Assessment  

The agricultural policy that most directly impacts farmers and farmland in the study area is the preferential tax status for agriculturally 
productive land in Bernalillo County. The tax classification is referred to as the “Greenbelt Tax” assessment. The preferential 
assessment for agricultural property is based on the present use of the property rather than the potential developable or market value.  

Preferential tax assessment currently allows the landowner in Bernalillo County who has at least one acre in agricultural use to pay a lower 
property tax rate.  

A tax relief is based on the production of agricultural goods. The value of the land used primarily for agricultural purposes is determined 
on the basis of the lands capacity to produce agricultural products. The burden of demonstrating primary agricultural use is on the 
landowner who must produce objective evidence of legitimate agricultural use for the year preceding the year in which application is 
made for greenbelt assessment.  
 
Three types of agricultural uses qualify for greenbelt tax. They are land uses that include: 1) irrigated farmland, 2.) dry farmland, and 3) 
grazing land. The tax for each of the three varies with irrigated farmland being taxed at a higher rate than grazing land or dry farm land.  

Development Approaches That Preserve Agriculture  

A residential development prototype that could help promote agricultural preservation in the South Valley is a “cluster development” 
model. A cluster development pattern would allow developers to develop at a higher density while preserving the use of agriculture and the 
open space network within the valley floor area.  

The “cluster” residential development model would be more conducive with surrounding environmental conditions than the “traditional grid” 
model of residential development. The “grid model” usually allows the developer to subdivide property into one-acre lots in the rural area. 
However, this model disrupts agricultural patterns and irrigation networks because the land is dissected into neatly uniform lots providing 
building envelopes for homes and accessory structures such as garages that may not fit the existing land areas.  

 
 



A thoughtful and balanced approach to rural type development serves to preserve the remaining farmland in the South Valley. Design 
guidelines for both large and small-scale developments achieve agricultural preservation. Rural development design guidelines allow higher 
density in cluster development areas.  
 
Cluster Housing  

“Clustering” allows homes to be grouped together while the remaining land is reserved for open space. Such siting of homes allow for 
preservation of views, open space, and agricultural activities. This development pattern is similar to a pueblo or plaza type development. 
The pattern may allow for growth but also preserves irrigated land as well as irrigation infrastructure. Developers can be allowed to 
develop at a higher density as an incentive to develop cluster communities. Cluster development is identified in the Albuquerque/Bernalillo 
County Comprehensive Plan and the Albuquerque/Bernalillo County Extraterritorial Subdivision Ordinance as a technique for retaining 
agricultural and scenic qualities in the Rural, Semi-Urban, Established and Developing Urban areas. Clustering also allows the developer to 
save on the cost of streets, water and sewer lines and other infrastructure because of the reduced distances between structures and 
lots.  

Cluster housing may require formation of a homeowners association or other strategies to manage the open space or other areas owned in 
common. A cluster project that preserves and maintains open space or other features through a homeowners association is a type of 
“Common Interest Community” as defined by banks and lending institutions.  



 
 

TRANSFER OF DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS 

Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) is a mechanism for transfer of the legal right to develop from one piece of property to another. 
This allows a landowner to sell his/her development rights on a parcel of property to another landowner who wants to develop a parcel in 
another location at a higher density. For example, if land owner “A” has the right to place one unit on his parcel due to the existing zoning 
on that parcel and the potential density allowable under SWAP is three units, under a TDR program, land owner “A” may acquire the 
development rights for three units from other land owners in a designated area as the basis for obtaining zoning approval, allowing three 
dwelling units on that acre. Thus, landowner “A” is able to place six units on his or her parcel.  

A TDR program requires the designation of a preservation zone, as well as a transfer zone, which receives density transferred from the 
conservation zone. The application of TDR’s is done administratively through the existing planning review process. TDR programs work 
best in urbanizing areas because a development market exists there and a shifting of densities is more commonplace. TDR’s also work best 
when used in conjunction with other techniques of open space preservation.  



Landowners in the South Valley who want to realize financial gain from their land without having to develop it can do so under a “TDR” 
program. With the use of this technique, property owners can realize the financial gain and can retain ownership of their property for 
agricultural purposes. Other benefits of a TDR program include directing development toward designated areas while retaining other land 
for open space and agriculture. With planned infrastructure, the development pattern can be more efficient and provide for higher 
densities in the served area. 


